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MOLECULAR ASSEMBLIES AS
PROTECTIVE BARRIERS AND ADHESION
PROMOTION INTERLAYER

The United States Government has fights in this inven-
tion under Contract No. DEAC0283CH10093 between the
U.S. Department of Energy and the National Renewable
Energy Laboratory, a Division of Midwest Research Insti-
tute.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to a method of protecting
metalized surfaces from contamination and degradation due
to environmental conditions and, more particularly, to a
protective barrier which increases the adhesion qualities of
a metalized surface for subsequent polymer casing.

2. Description of the Prior Art

The physical and chemical properties of metals have
made metals useful in a variety of applications. Often,
however, the use of one desirable property of a metal in a
specific application may be precluded by other properties of
the metal. For example, the collection of humidity and
chemicals normally found in the atmosphere result in the
corrosion or oxidation and degradation of exposed metal
surfaces. Consequently, metals that are typically exposed to
environmental conditions for prolonged periods of time
require that a protective coating be applied to the exposed
surface. However, the inert character of some metals reduces
the ability to adhere protective coatings to metal surfaces.

Environmental degradation and adherent qualities of met-
als are of great concern in solar collector applications due to
the utilization of mirrors and photovoltaic devices. Most
commercial mirrors are silvered glass composite structures
wherein a thin layer of silver is deposited on the surface of
a glass substrate to reflect light. Silver is preferred because
its reflectivity is significantly greater than other metals,
although other metals can be used. A common commercial
process for fabricating such mirrors is known as a wet
chemical electroless process, wherein a thin layer of chemi-
cally reduced silver is precipitated onto a sensitized glass
surface. In order to protect the silver layer from damage and
degradation, a protective coating is applied to its exposed
surface. A common protective coat comprises a copper
electroless layer deposited over the silver layer, with a thick
enamel paint spread over the copper layer. The copper layer
interposed between the silver and paint layers enhances
adhesion of the paint to the silver. A typical composite
silvered glass mirror structure is shown in FIG. 1.

Silvered glass mirror structures as described above have
been used indoors without significant problems for many
years. The more recent interest in the use of mirrors for solar
collector applications, such as heliostats, has resulted in
more outdoor test installations of mirrors. While such tests
have indicated economic feasibility of mirrored solar col-
lector concepts from an energy standpoint, they also
revealed that conventional silvered glass mirrors do not
stand up very well in outdoor environments. In fact, the
reflective properties of most conventional mirrors undergo
substantial degradation of their reflective properties within
several months to several years in outdoor environments,
which is a relatively short time when a useful life of 20 years
is generally considered to be a minimum design requirement
for economical solar collector installations.
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Photovoltaic devices or solar cells used in solar collector
applications suffer from the same drawbacks that confront
the outdoor use of mirrors. Solar cells have two electrodes,
a metal layer affixed to a substrate and metalized grid lines
on the surface opposite the metal layer of the substrate.
These metal surfaces, much like silvered surface of mirrors,
are also prone to environmental degradation and contami-
nation.

Accordingly, there have been many attempts to extend
both the lives of mirrors, solar cells and metal surfaces, in
general, by applying protective barrier layers to the metal or
by encasing the entire devices in water resistant and weather
impervious encapsulants. The technical papers by Yama-
moto et al. and Laibinis et al. entitled “Self-Assembled
Layer of Alkanethiols on Copper for Protection Against
Corrosion” J. Electrochem. Soc., 140:2, 436-443 (1993) and
“Self-Assembled Monolayers of n-Alkanethiolates on Cop-
per Are Barrier Films that Protect the Metal against Oxida-
tion by Air”, J. Am. Chem. Soc. 114: 9022-9028 (1992),
respectively, report that n-alkanethiolates adsorb from solu-
tion onto copper surfaces thereby forming densely packed
self-assembled monolayers that slow the oxidation of the
copper surface by reaction with atmospheric dioxygen.
Viventi in his U.S. Pat. No. 3,346,405 discloses the use of a
silicon-bonded mercaptoalkyl radical as the active ingredi-
ent for protecting silver and copper surfaces from corrosion
and attendant discoloration. U.S. Pat. No. 3,649,373 issued
to Dahms describes the use of attaching various small
organic thiol compounds containing aromatic rings through
a sulfur/metal bond to silver surfaces for the passivation of
metal surfaces that are exposed to elevated temperatures.
U.S. Pat. No. Re. 24,819, issued to Murphy, discloses a
polishing composition that contains long-chain alkane thiols
in combination with mild polishing agents designed to clean
and passivate the surface of silver articles. Tracy et al.in their
U.S. Pat. No. 4,963,012 discloses the use of silicon nitride
as a protective diffusion barrier for metalized mirror struc-
tures. While Workens, in his U.S. Pat. No. 4,255,214 dis-
closes the use of a 0.25% or more solution of tolytriazole as
a protective layer for the prevention of oxidative degradation
of the silver and/or copper films of a mirror.

In order to provide adequate protection against degrada-
tion of the photovoltaic cells by corrosion of the electrodes,
caused by potentially harmful ambient conditions Marshall
in his U.S. Pat. 4,953,577 discloses a method of encapsu-
lating a photovoltaic device in a two component fluorinated
polyurethane material with 3-glycidoxy propyltrimethoxy
silane. While Baudin et al., U.S. Pat. No. 4,249,958, dis-
closes a method of manufacturing a panel comprising at
least one photovoltaic cell located between a transparent
sheet and a second sheet adhered together using an adhesive,
polyvinyl butyryl. Louis et al. discloses adhesive composi-
tions that contain organopolysiloxanes having SiC-bonded
vinyl groups and Si-bonded hydrogen to be used for bonding
laminated glass and for gluing silicon semiconductor ele-
ments onto substrates in manufacturing solar cells.

The above technical papers by Yamamoto et al. and
Laibinis et al. and U.S. Patents issued to Murphy disclose
the adsorbance of n-alkanethiolates to metal surfaces
thereby protecting the metal surface from oxidative reac-
tions with the environment. A disadvantage of these
approaches is that the adhesive characteristics of the metal
are unaffected. Consequently, while n-alkanethiols may pro-
vide protective barriers for the metal’s surface they do not
enhance the adherent characteristics of the metal. Therefore,
n-alkanethiols are not ideal candidates in applications which
require both protective and adhesive qualities. Furthermore,
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the abrasives present in Murphy’s composition will interfere
with the formation of a pin hole free molecular monolayer.

While Marshall and Baudin et al. disclose methods of
protecting photovoltaic devices from degradation as a result
of exposure to environmental conditions using encapsulat-
ing materials, a disadvantage is that the grid lines of the
photovoltaic device are not adequately protected from envi-
ronmental reaction and migration of reaction products into
the encapsulants matrices. Consequently, the efficiency of
the grid line as a conductor over time decreases due to
corrosion build-up.

There is still a need, therefore, for a single passivating
agent that possesses the ability to act not only as a protective
barrier to a metal surface but also acts to increase the
adhesive characteristics of the metal surface.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Accordingly, it is an object of the present invention to
provide a novel passivating agent having adhesive qualities
for metal surfaces to repel any outside humid, contaminat-
ing, or corrosive environment.

It is also an object of the present invention to provide a
novel passivating agent having adhesive qualities for lami-
nated layers of a mirror structure to repel any outside humid,
contaminating or corrosive environment.

Another object of the present invention is to provide a
passivating agent having adhesive qualities around the elec-
trodes of a photovoltaic device thereby to protect the integ-
rity of the electrodes from deleterious chemical degradation.

Additional objects, advantages, and novel features of the
invention shall be set forth in part in the description that
follows, and in part will become apparent to those skilled in
the art upon examination of the following or may be learned
by the practice of the invention. The objects and the advan-
tages may be realized and attained by means of the instru-
mentalities and in combinations particularly pointed out in
the appended claims.

To achieve the foregoing and other objects and in accor-
dance with the purposes of the present invention, as embod-
ied and broadly described therein, the method of this inven-
tion may comprise applying a passivating agent typically of
the formula HS—(CH,),—R, wherein n=11 or greater and
R being a carboxylic acid, or other functional group applied
to a metal surface to form a diffusion barrier that is imper-
vious to water and corrosive environment and that is adhe-
sive with a subsequent layer of protective coatings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in
and form a part of the specifications, illustrate the preferred
embodiments of the present invention, and together with the
descriptions serve to explain the principles of the invention.

In the Drawings FIG. 1 is a perspective
diagrammatic block view of the structure of a
conventional silver glass mirror constructed
according to a common wet chemical electroless
process.

FIG. 2 is a schematic view of the passivating agent
bonded to a metal surface and a view of the electrostatic
interactions.

FIG. 3 is an enlarged cross-sectional view in perspective

showing a mirror constructed with a protective adhesive
barrier according to this invention.
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FIG. 4 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view of a thin sheet
mirror structure having a PET substrate coated with silver
that is passivated with a protective barrier according to this
invention.

FIG. 5 is a structure similar to that shown in FIG. 4 and
also including a PMMA protective polymer overlay coating.

FIG. 6 is an enlarged, cross-sectional view of an encap-
sulated photovoltaic solar cell having the electrodes coated
with a protective passivating agent.

FIG. 7 is a graphic illustration comparing the degradation
of silver mirrors, protected and unprotected, subjected to
accelerated weather testing.

FIG. 8 is a graphic illustration comparing the degradation
of silver mirrors, protected and unprotected, subjected to 1M
nitric acid.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

A typical mirror structure 10 constructed according to the
conventional wet chemical electroless process is illustrated
in FIG. 1. It is a composite structure comprising a glass
substrate 12 with a layer of silver (Ag) 14 coated on the glass
surface. A sensitizer 16, usually consisting of a tin chloride,
water, and hydrochloric acid solution, is deposited on the
surface of the glass substrate 12 prior to the silver to enhance
adhesion of the silver layer 14 to the glass substrate 12. A
paint layer 20 is coated over the mirror in an attempt to
protect the mirror from the environment. However, paint
layer 20 does not adhere very well to the silver layer 14.
Therefore, a thin copper (Cu) layer 18 is first deposited on
the silver layer 14, and the paint layer 20 is coated over the
copper layer 18. The copper layer 18 also shields the silver
layer 14 to some extent from the deleterious chemical
degradation of the silver that could otherwise result from the
ingredients and impurities in the paint layer 20.

The substantial degradation of mirror structure 10 in
outdoor environments, as discussed above, shows that the
paint 20 and copper 18 layers do not provide sufficient
protection.

The method of protecting metal surfaces according to this
invention provides a much supertior coating for the silver
layer of mirrors. This passivating agent has the general
formula HS—(CH,),—R, wherein n in the formula is an
integer of 11 or greater while R in the formula is a carboxylic
acid, triflouride, methyl, alcohol, cyanide, ester, phenyl,
amide or other functional organic group. In the preferred
embodiment the passivating agent 28, shown schematically
in FIG. 2, has the formula HS(CH,),,—COOH, which
forms a very dense, impermeable, and adhesive material. In
fact, when a metal is submersed in a solution containing the
passivating agent 28 a protective barrier or organized
molecular assemblies spontaneously form on the metal’s
surface. The passivating agent 28 comprises a head group 30
or sulfur group which chemically bonds to the surface of the
metal. The alkyl chains 32 form an axis substantially per-
pendicular to the metal’s surface, leaving the terminal end
34 free to interact with the environment. The alkyl chains 32
of the passivating agent 28 interact with one another by van
der Waals forces 33 thereby forming strong, coherent, and
chemically stable monolayers dense enough not only to
prevent permeation by water vapor but also to act as a
diffusion barrier to many ions, including the alkalis which
attack the silver and the silver-to-glass bond. The terminal
end 34 has been engineered or “can be chosen” to increase
the adhesive qualities of the passivating agent 28.
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A coating of passivating agents 28 or an organized
molecular assembly on mirrors is advantageous in that it can
be applied over the silver layer to encapsulate and hermeti-
cally seal the silver layer with the glass substrate.

The mirror structure 40 illustrated in FIG. 3 is an example
of the use of the passivating agent 28 to cover and encap-
sulate a metal surface, such as silver layer 44 with a glass
substrate 42. As shown therein, the glass substrate 42 has
deposited thereon a layer of silver 44 by the conventional
wet chemical electroless process. A sensitizer (not shown) is
applied to the silver/glass interface 43 in this process, as
described above and shown in FIG. 1. The organized
molecular assembly 46 is then formed, as shown in FIG. 2,
over the silver layer 44 and around the edges to hermetically
seal the silver layer 44 and silver/glass interface 43 from the
exterior environment. The formation of the organized
molecular assembly 46 may be achieved by submersing the
silver layer 44 and glass substrate 42 into a solution con-
taining passivating agent 28 or by spraying the same over the
surface of the silver layer 44. A paint coat 48 can then be
spread over the organized molecular assembly 46, if desired.

The organized molecular assembly 46 in this structure
provides a protective barrier to permeation of water vapor
and other impurities from and through the paint coat 48 to
the silver layer 44 and into the silver/glass interface 43.
Thus, degradation caused by these external substances is
effectively inhibited. Furthermore, the carboxylic acid group
at the terminal end 34 of the organized molecular assembly
46 increases the adhesive qualities of the organized molecu-
lar assembly 46 thus eliminating the need of a copper layer.

The second embodiment of this invention is shown in
FIG. 4 wherein the organized molecular assembly 56 is
applied to a thin sheet mirror 51 fabricated of flexible thin
sheets or membrane substrates. The mirror 50 comprises a
polymer plastic sheet 52 such as PET with a silver layer 54,
about 1000 A thick, deposited thereon. The thin sheet mirror
51 may be immersed in a solution of the passivating agent
28 and the organized molecular assembly 56 will spontane-
ously form on the surface 55 of silver layer 54.

The third embodiment 60, shown in FIG. 5, provides for
an additional polymer layer or substrate 68 such as PMMA
being deposited, using a spin, roll or dip technique, all of
which are known by those skilled in the art, over the
organized molecular assembly 66. Protective passivating
agent coating 66 is applied to a thin sheet mirror 61
fabricated of flexible thin sheets. The mirror 60 comprises a
polymer plastic sheet 62, such as PET, with a silver layer 64

deposited thereon. Normally, a polymer such as PMMA .

would not adhere to silver surface 65; however, the orga-
nized molecular assembly 66 has increased adhesive quali-
ties due to the carboxylic acid terminus.

It is also significant that the protective passivating agent
28 provide significant protection so that the paint coating
can be eliminated. Therefore, as shown in FIG. 4, this
structure can be used as a front surface mirror, which
provides improved reflection and other optical properties not
inhibited by transmission of the light through the polymer
substrate 52.

The foregoing is considered as illustrative only of the
principles of the invention. For example, while this descrip-
tion and the explanation herein refer to silver mirrors, it
should be understood that the structure and processes of this
invention is equally applicable to other metalized surfaces
that may be subject to degradation due to environmental
exposure. For example, a forth embodiment, shown in FIG.
6, illustrates a cross-sectional view of a photovoltaic cell 70
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having back electrode 72 and light incident metal grid lines
74 encapsulated with an organized molecular assembly 76
prior to being encapsulated with polymer 78. While polymer
78 is intended to protect grid lines 74 and electrode 72 from
harsh environmental conditions, migration or leaching of
alkali and water vapor through the polymer 78 to the grid
lines 74 and electrode 72 where corrosion and other delete-
rious chemical changes occur can destroy the efficiency of
conductivity and thus the efficiency of the cell 70 itself. The
organized molecular assermbly 76 forms a protective barrier
around the grid lines 74 and electrode 72.

EXAMPLES

The following examples demonstrate the efficacy of using
a passivating agent having the general formula
HS—(CH,),—COOH wherein n is an integer of 11 or
greater, as a diffusion barrier for metal surfaces that is not
only impenetrable but also has adhesive qualities.

The metal surfaces used as controls and starting materials
for all subsequently protected metals employed in the fol-
lowing examples were thin mirror structures, each compris-
ing a substrate material being polyethylene terepthalate
(PET) having a silver layer evenly deposited over the
surface of the substrate, referred to in the following
examples as Ag/PET mirrors. The silver layer was vacuum
deposited by a magnetron sputter system, sputtered at 1
Amp, 440V at 3 millitorrs of Argon, using a VAC-TEC
Systems, Inc. Planar Magnetron model No. 79-141. The
silver layer having a thickness of about 1000 A. Immediately
following deposition of the silver layer, the thin mirrors were
removed from the vacuum chamber and immersed in a
previously prepared 5 mM solution of SH(CH,),,COOH in
ethanol overnight. Other thin mirrors were immersed in a
previously prepared 5 mM solution of SH-(CH,),,CH; in
ethanol for overnight. The passivating agent spontaneously
bonds to the metal surface, forming an organized molecular
assembly (OMA) that coats the metal surface. The protected
thin mirrors are removed from solution and rinsed in etha-
nol, then water and again in ethanol. The protected thin
mirrors are then passed through a stream of nitrogen to dry
the mirrors completely. These mirrors will be referred to in
later examples as OMA/Ag/PET mirrors.

Subsequent to being dried, some of the thin mirrors that
were immersed in the SmM solution of SH-(CH,),, COOH
were further protected by applying a 1600 ppm (parts per
million) solution of poly methyl methacrylate (PMMA) in
methylethyl ketone (MEK) over the protective barrier
formed by the passivating agent using a spin coating tech-
nique. In the later examples this structure will be referred to
as PMMA/OMA/silvet/PET mirror. The last structure that
was constructed comprises an unprotected thin mirror hav-
ing a PMMA material deposited thereon, as discussed pre-
viously, and will be referred to as a PMMA/silver/PET
minor.

Accelerated weathering tests were performed using a
weather-ometer (WOM), manufactured by Atlas Electric
Company, having a xenon arc lamp with filters to match the
silver spectrum, run at 60° C., 80% relative humidity. The
tape pull test was performed on an Instron Co. Instruments
and Systems for Advanced Material Testing, Model No.
1120 at a speed of 2 in/min, in a 90° peel configuration and
a peel force read in percents of five kilograms (% of 5 kg)
were recorded.

Example I (Ag/PET v. OMA/Ag/PET)

A. Accelerated weathering tests were performed on both
protected and unprotected Ag/PET silver mirrors. The solar
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weighted reflectance was measured for each structure over a
period of time that is equivalent to five months. The pro-
tected silver mirror or PMMA/OMA/Ag/PET maintained an
approximately 96.9% solar weighted reflectance while the
solar weighted reflectance of the unprotected silver minor or
PMMA/Ag/PET was approximately 71% after five months
showing substantial degradation of the silver surface due to
indoor ambient conditions. See FIG. 7.

B. Protected and unprotected Ag/PET silver minors were
exposed to 1 molar nitric acid and the solar weighted
reflectance was measured for each structure over a period of
time. As is graphically depicted in FIG. 8 the nitric acid
began to degrade the silver surface and thus effect the solar
weighted reflectance of the Ag/PET mirror after approxi-
mately 170 hours. Once the degradation began, it continued
at a rapid pace resulting in a 10% solar weighted reflectance
after 336 hours. The protected silver minor or OMA/Ag/PET
minor maintained its integrity for approximately 1,176 hours
or seven times that of the unprotected mirror. However, once
the integrity of the protective barrier or organized molecular
assembly was breached degradation occurred at the same
rate as that of the unprotected mirror.

Example I (PMMA/OMA/Ag/PET v.
PMMA/Ag/PET)

A. Accelerated weathering tests were performed on both
the PMMA/OMA/Ag/PET mirror and on the PMMA/Ag/
PET mirror. PMMA is a polymer that is used to protect silver
layers, however, PMMA does not adhere well to silver.
Therefore, as the PMMA begins to degrade and peel back
from the silver the solar weighted reflectance decreases. As
demonstrated in Table I below the PMMA adhered to the
protected mirror or PMMA/OMA/Ag/PET thus resulting in
little degradation as observed by the little decrease in the
solar weighted reflectance.

TABLE I
Solar Weighted
Sample Reflectance Average
1. without OMA 87.62 86
2. without OMA 84.89
3. with OMA 96.00 96
4. with OMA 96.33
5. with OMA 96.08
6. with OMA 95.33
7. Bare Silver 97.00 Prior to weathering

Vacuum Deposited

Example III (Ag/PET v. OMA-COOII/Ag/PET v.
OMA-CH,/Ag/PET)

A. Tape pull tests as described above were performed on
the following minors: The Ag/PET mirror was the control,
an Ag/PET mirror protected with a passivating agent having
a carboxylic acid at the terminal end and an Ag/PET mirror
protected with a passivating agent having a methyl terminus.
As demonstrated in Table 2 below, the passivating agent
having a carboxylic acid terminus provided a 23% stronger

surface bond than the control.
TABLE II
Sample % of 5 Kg Average
OMA with CH; terminus 0
OMA with CH; terminus 0
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TABLE II-continued
Sample % of 5 Kg Average
OMA with COOH terminus 0.39 0.43
OMA with COOH terminus 0.46
Ag/PET (Bare Silver) 0.37 0.35
Ag/PET (Bare Silver) 0.33

The foregoing description is considered as illustrative
only of the principles of the invention. Furthermore, since
numerous modifications and changes will readily occur to
those skilled in the art, it is not desired to limit the invention
to the exact construction and process shown as described
above. Accordingly, all suitable modifications and equiva-
lents may be resorted to falling within the scope of the
invention as defined by the claims which follow.

The embodiments of the invention in which an exclusive
property or privilege is claimed are defined as follows:

1. An article having a metal surface, comprising:

a diffusion barrier comprising an agent having the general
formula HS—(CH,),,—COOH deposited on said
metal surface.

2. The article of claim 1, wherein said metal surface

comprises a silver layer.

3. The article of claim 2, wherein said article further
comprises said silver layer being deposited over a substrate
thereby sandwiching said silver layer between said diffusion
barrier and said substrate.

4. The article of claim 1, wherein said article is a mirror.

5. The article of claim 1, wherein said article is a
photovoltaic cell.

6. The article of claim 5, wherein said metal surface
comprises the light-incident electrodes of said photovoltaic
cells.

7. A mirror, comprising:

a substrate;

areflective layer of metal deposited on said substrate; and

a diffusion barrier comprising a passivating agent having
the formula HS—(CH,),,—COOH adsorbed to said
reflective layer such that said reflective layer is encap-
sulated by said substrate and said diffusion barrier.

8. A photovoltaic device, comprising:

light-incident electrodes; and

a diffusion barrier comprising a passivating agent having
the formula HS—(CH,),;—COOH adsorbed to said
electrodes.

9. A method for fabricating a long-lasting mirror capable

of long-term use as an effective reflector in solar collector
applications, said method comprising the steps of:

depositing a planarizing reflective layer of metal on the
surface of a substrate; and

coating said reflective layer with a diffusion barrier
wherein ‘said diffusion barrier has the formula
HS—(CH,),,—COOH.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein said reflective layer
of metal comprises silver.

11. The method of claim 9, wherein said substrate com-
prises a thin, flexible polymer sheet.

12. A method for fabricating a long-lasting photovoltaic
solar cell capable of longterm use as an efficient energy
producer in solar collector applications, said method com-
prising the steps of:

coating the light incident electrodes of the photovoltaic

solar cell with a diffusion barrier wherein said diffusion
barrier has the formula HS—(CH,),,—COOH.
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